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Privacy at issue in AFA assaults  
 
By Miles Moffeit  
Denver Post Staff Writer  
 
In their darkest moments, many rape victims at the Air Force Academy have turned to Jennifer Bier for 
secret counseling, knowing their words would not be leaked outside her Colorado Springs crisis center.  
 
"Nothing will leave this room," the therapist would tell cadets and others who could not obtain the same 
privacy protections within the military.  
 
Now, Bier's promise is being put to the test.  
 
Despite facing a possible arrest by federal marshals, she is defying an Air Force subpoena from Texas to 
hand over records of her treatment sessions with Jessica Brakey, one of the first women to blow the 
whistle on the academy's poor handling of sex-assault cases.  
 
"To turn them over would be to violate my code of ethics," Bier said Wednesday. "There's a bigger picture 
here. I have counseled hundreds and hundreds of women, and their voices are ringing in my ears. This is 
their worst fear."  
 
Lawyers for 2nd Lt. Joseph Harding, a former Air Force Academy cadet whom Brakey and another 
woman have accused of sexual assault, are seeking Bier's records for use in his criminal trial later this 
year at Randolph Air Force Base in Texas. They declined to comment about why they want the records. 
The judge, David Brash, has said he plans to review the materials himself before admitting them.  
 
Bier, who has yet to hire a lawyer, isn't willing to budge even on that, citing Colorado statutes that shield 
discussions between mental-health providers and their patients from any public airing, even court-ordered 
reviews. However, the criminal case is being litigated in a federal military court, where such a defense 
may not apply.  
 
In a single-spaced letter to Randolph officials politely objecting to the request, Bier cited Colorado's shield 
law, stressing that victims of sexual assault must be guarded from humiliation and embarrassment to 
"enhance effective treatment."  
 
Her move is being applauded by Colorado victim-rights groups that have pledged their support, saying 
therapists have legal and moral obligations to treat their discussions with clients as sacred. Public 
disclosure would frighten other victims and perhaps keep them from coming forward, said Cynthia Stone, 
spokeswoman for the Colorado Coalition Against Sexual Assault.  
 
"The way her ethics are bumping up against military law is very interesting," Stone said. "This 
confidentiality issue in the academy sex-assault cases has been huge. One of the reasons many cadets 
wouldn't go forward is because they feared they would be blamed and vilified."  
 
But Bier is facing mounting pressure from Randolph authorities to comply with the order by Friday. Or 
else, she has been told this week, federal marshals could be sent to her office to take her to Texas for a 
hearing.  
 
"Using the federal marshals is on the extreme side," said Capt. Charles Warren, an assistant prosecutor 
at Randolph. "But we all have to work within the process."  
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That process is the military justice code, a unique set of federal rules and regulations that contains a 
weaker shield law governing therapists' communications with patients, according to experts.  
 
Although the Pentagon is revising its sexual-assault policies and embracing stronger confidentiality 
protections for victims, questions remain about whether that will affect the military's shield law.  
 
Bier, who has counseled several cadets, including Brakey, was the first person to reveal the large 
numbers of academy women - more than 50 - ringing the buzzer at her shelter since the early '90s. That 
revelation widened the investigation of rapes at the academy.  
 
In recent weeks, she has had to explain to her family that she could go to jail for doing her job. That could 
leave more than 30 patients in her Cheyenne Counseling private practice without a therapist indefinitely.  
 
"I talked to my daughter about this last night, and she was very impassioned by this," Bier said. "She said, 
absolutely, for me to do what I need to do to stand up for these women. 
 
"She said it with this sweet little face, and I knew I was doing the right thing."  
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Retirees air complaints over military benefit 

By Bill Sontag 
Del Rio News-Herald 

Published March 31, 2005, p. 1 
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Diminishing budgets, staff transfers, health care contract changes and increasing reliance on Del Rio 
medical providers brought out a large, vociferous crowd to a Laughlin Air Force Base “Town Hall 
Meeting.”  
 
For the most part, this group was very short on satisfaction with current medical services. 
 
The base theater at Laughlin Air Force Base held an audience of about 200 in a two-hour presentation 
and question-and-answer session Tuesday night.  
 
Most of the evening, Col. (Doctor) Laura Torres-Reyes, commander of the 47th Medical Group, strove to 
put an encouraging and upbeat “face” before the assemblage of mostly gray- and silver-haired health 
program beneficiaries. 
 
Torres-Reyes, affectionately called “Colonel TR” by work associates, welcomed the large audience and 
presented an audiovisual program illustrating “successes” of the 47th Medical Group, including ongoing 
renovations to the base clinic, stripped of “hospital” status several years ago.  
 
She asked for a show of hands from those who had used the new Health and Wellness Center in the 
base’s sprawling new Fitness Center.  
 
Torres-Reyes showed her disappointment at the small number of those who are taking advantage of this 
health-enhancing service. 
 
Torres-Reyes informed participants that an independent contractor is now engaged in calling all 
beneficiaries when medical services are rendered to ascertain levels of satisfaction and suggestions for 
improvements.  
 
The “Service Delivery Assessment” yields a monthly “report card” for Torres-Reyes’ examination and 
action. 
 
Then Torres-Reyes opened the floor to questions and comments, and the beneficiaries responded 
without hesitation. 
 
Comments ranged across the spectrum of clinic and medical services, referral procedures, eligibility for 
specific maladies, prescription services, and general antipathy toward using Val Verde Regional Medical 
Center for emergencies and outpatient services.  
 
Frustration ran high regarding changes in TRICARE, the military health insurance program negotiated by 
Department of Defense on behalf of active duty, reserve, National Guard, and retired military personnel. 
 
The efficacy of communications about all these issues wove as a thread of continuity through the 
comments delivered from the floor, as technicians with cordless microphones hustled to make everyone 
heard. 
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Torres-Reyes not only acknowledged the veracity of many complaints heard, but offered specific 
recommendations to the beneficiaries about their role in seeking and realizing solutions.  
 
She also presented the “bad news” with the “good.”  
 
As an example, a commonplace summertime purge of physicians on staff at the clinic is one of Torres-
Reyes’ imminent challenges.  
 
She expects to lose six of the nine physicians on staff to “permanent change of station” (PCS) orders.  
 
Lt. Col. Robin Squellati affirmed that the medical group is recruiting intensively to fill those gaps as soon 
as possible, stating, “Yes, we’re on the phone every day.” 
 
Torres-Reyes and her staff, at times, had to step back and admit that certain issues were out of their 
hands at this level, but the phrase, “The reasons why we can’t do that are …” was heard too often to 
satisfy many participants. 
 
And some TRICARE beneficiaries were unswayed about the value of improvements to the Laughlin 
Clinic.  
 
One asked Torres-Reyes, “What are we going to get for our $7.1 million-building? So, we have a nice 
waiting room, but we’re losing our services.” 
 
Services were the name of the game for most attendees. 
 
Retired Staff Sgt. Merle Dengate rose to ask Torres-Reyes why new procedures require so much time 
before a referral to a physician can occur.  
 
Explaining that he’s had a request on file since July 2004, Dengate clearly took Torres-Reyes by surprise. 
 
“That’s way too long!” she said, and asked Dengate to contact her office immediately to get the matter 
straightened out. 
 
Considerable confusion was expressed by many regarding how to use VVRMC emergency and 
outpatient services, particularly in regard to the hospital’s announced shift to “fast track” urgent care as an 
alternative to full emergency services when patients arrive for care. 
 
Squellati explained Wednesday that TRICARE covers all costs of emergency care: “The patient will not 
be billed.”  
 
But, she explained, a referral from the patient’s Primary Care Manager is necessary to obtain coverage 
for “fast track” services.  
 
For that reason, beneficiaries were admonished Tuesday night to obtain the referral before agreeing to 
“fast track” service.  
 
If circumstances prohibit doing so, Squellati assured that the paperwork could be executed after the fact. 
 
One participant Tuesday night expressed disdain for “six- to eight-hour waiting times” at VVRMC 
emergency room, and another, a Bracketville resident, said, “I haven’t heard anything good about Val 
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Verde.” Both commenters asked if they are authorized under TRICARE to seek service in Uvalde, and 
they were assured they were. 
 
In addition, the audience was informed that as of Friday clinic physicians would no longer admit TRICARE 
beneficiaries to VVRMC; physicians on staff at the hospital will handle all admissions.  
 
“Not every doctor in Del Rio has hospital privileges (to admit patients to the hospital), and we need to take 
care when we’re selecting a doctor to treat us,” Barbara Plyler, TRICARE beneficiary admonished 
Wednesday night after she attended the Town Hall meeting Tuesday.  
 
TRICARE beneficiaries, according to Squellati, may utilize not only emergency care, but outpatient 
services as well, such as MRIs and other radiology assessments, bone density scans, physical therapy 
and stress tests. 
 
Retired Master Sgt. David Scarbo commented, “Going to Val Verde and waiting eight hours is b.s.!” 
 
Audience applause accompanied that remark as well as Scarbo’s statement that he was involved for 
much of his career at Laughlin in developing medical services: “And I was always taught that ‘patient 
care’ means ‘taking care of the patient,’ not ‘being patient with the care you’re receiving.’” 
 
Torres-Reyes assured Scarbo, “Yes, we want to take care of people, but we have a limited number of 
bodies.” 
 
Medical group staff received occasional, understanding expressions of support. Beneficiary Barbara 
Plyler explained to Torres-Reyes, “Health care is a security blanket for us all, when we don’t want to go 
downtown, and need to be seen here…I don’t think I want to be weaned.”  
 
Plyler urged attendees to write congressional representatives about their concerns regarding TRICARE.  
 
She also suggested attendance at hospital board meetings to keep abreast of their activities.  
 
Another person rose in support of clinic staff: “We’ve had nothing but good service.” And another: “There 
are good people over there who care.” 
 
One beneficiary summarized to Torres-Reyes, “If you communicate with us, we’re happy. And when you 
don’t communicate with us, we’re UN-happy.” 
 
Following the meeting, Torres-Reyes expressed agreement that the intricacies of TRICARE, changing 
clinic service and the increased role of local health care providers suggest more and better 
communications with beneficiaries. 
 
Torres-Reyes already has a weekly information column, “What’s Up, Doc?” in the The Border Eagle, the 
base newspaper.  
 
Free copies of each weekly edition are available at many locations, including the offices of the Del Rio 
News-Herald, 2205 North Bedell Ave. 
 
Torres-Reyes said she would consider the possibility of hosting similar Town Hall or focus group events 
on a more frequent and regular basis to hear beneficiary concerns and to provide current information. 
 


